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Just Dolls

A

bout three weeks ago, Doris

~ad found her savior quite by

accident while searching the Internet to find a source for Hitachi
grills. He now sat across the sticky
bar table from her, not looking at
all like what she had expected. She
had known for sure he was going
to be big and strong; he looked to
be about 5 lh feet tall and quite
slender. She had known for sure
he would have a lot of facial hair
and wear all black; he was cleanshaven and wore a tan sweater over
blue jeans. She had known for sure
he would have cold, dark eyes; he
wore thick glasses.
"I suppose you want me to kill
your husband."
"Harold? Heavens, no! I want
you to kill me." Doris removed the
red scarf she had worn so that her
hit man could find her. She took a piece of paper out of her purse, unfolded it,
and presented her well-prepared instructions.
"Here is the address of the photography studio where I'll be taking a class
until 10:00 PM every Tuesday and Thursday for the next six weeks. It's not far
from here. I will park in an unlit lot two blocks east of the studio. I figure that
would be the perfect place for you to kill me. You'll make it look like a robbery,
right? And there's no chance you'll get caught and squeal on me, right? I don't
want anyone to know I planned my own death."
"Yes, it will look like a robbery. And, no, I never get caught."
"Your money is under the table in a briefcase: $75,000.00 worth 0[$20.00
bills."
"Will your husband miss the money?"
"No, it was an inheritance from my grandfather that I've had longer than
I've known Harold. I just told the bank I was switching to a new investor, but
I wanted to play with the money first."
And she had done just that. She had left her job at the church early today,
at noon. She hadn't been able to concentrate on all of the secretarial duties that
she has done almost without thinking for 25 years. During the two hours she
had the house to herself, before Brian came home from high school, she had
played with 3750 bills. She'd showered herself with them. She'd laid on them.
She'd buried her naked body with them.
CUlRE PzIRCHlLlJ-c.BROCK
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"Why don't you just nudge that briefcase in my direction and I'll be ofE"
Doris used her left foot to solidly shove the money over to the hit man
without hesitation.
"Thank you. You are an answer to prayer," she said as she grabbed her scarf
and left the bar, teeling young and free and unencumbered.
The next day, Saturday, Doris hummed under her breath while she did her
family's laundry. This may be her last laundry day! This may be the last time
she has to presoak socks and underwear, the last time she has to spray Harold's
collars, the last time she has to iron handkerchiefs. She even left the last load
in the dryer, unfolded, unironed, unhung. She needed to get to the camera
shop before it closed.
She was sure glad the instructor had provided a list of needed supplies for
she could probably count on one hand the amount of pictures she's taken in
the last five years. She had merely looked for any kind of class located in a
somewhat seedy part of town that would provide her hit man with an easy job.
Besides, it was a beginner's class.
"Mom, where's my red shirt? I've looked everywhere!"
Doris had barely opened the front door, loaded down with her purchases,
before Brian hollered at her. She took a deep breath, smiled at her burly 17year-old son, and silently strode past him into her sewing room. And she
locked her door.
"Mom, do you have my red shirt in there? I need it now."
It would probably take her B-average son a week before he found his shirt in
the dryer. Who knows? She may be dead by then. She pictured Brian, wearing
his wrinkled red shirt, while sitting in the front row of the church during her
memorial service. That is, ifhe even cared enough about her to attend.
"No, Brian, it's not in here. And I need to get my photography supplies
ready for my class." She heard his big feet stomp away. He'd go find his father
and, together, the two of them may possibly find the shirt. That's how it's always
been and that's how it always will be: Harold and Brian are a team. Practically
since the day he was born, Brian has sided with his father, often on the opposite
side of the fence as Doris. They will both be much better off without her, once
they learn how to work the washer and plug in an iron.
Doris decided she'd better look over the rest of the paperwork her photography
instructor, someone named Bill, had sent her. The syllabus caught her eye. Hey,
if she waited until after Tuesday to start taking pictures, she might be dead
before even clicking her camera! She better start working now.
The first assignment was to take 24 pictures of eggs. Easy enough, she
thought, and went to the kitchen and boiled six eggs. After they cooled, she
returned to her sewing room, drew back the curtains, and began photographing
eggs. It was great fun. She had plenty of stuff'in her sewing room to incorporate
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into her pictures. Best of all, she felt no pressure at all. Yes, she was having a
great time, until the knock at her door.
"Hon, what's for dinner? We're getting a little hungry out here."
"How about egg salad?" she asked as she opened her door.
"You're kidding, right?"
"No, I'm not. If I'm making dinner tonight, we're having egg salad. See,
I've already boiled the eggs."
"Well, I don't want egg salad for dinner. And Brian requires something
more substantial than that at his age. So, I'll ask again. What's for dinner
tonight?"
Doris checked her anger. Aware that Harold and Bria~ were going to have
to soon start cooking for themselves, she took a sympathetic stance. "Why don't
you order a pizza? I have homework to do. And I think I need more eggs."
She went to the kitchen and grabbed three raw eggs. Holding back the
temptation of throwing them at Harold, something she never would have
even considered doing before, she swept past him and returned to her sewing
room.
She continued to photograph eggs, but she sensed the risk of using raw
ones. She balanced one precariously on a shelf and knelt underneath it, taking
several photos while knowing it could fall at any time. She took off her shoes
and socks, positioned her right foot above an egg sitting on the floor, and shot
several piLtures. These eggs were vulnerable, and she knew it.
And then she found them. Rifling through her closet, looking for more
props for her eggs, she found the dolls. She had bought them nine months
ago, on sale, after last Christmas: dozens of naked doll bodies, all different
sizes. She had planned on making clothes for them and donating them to her
church's annual bazaar. But she hadn't felt like making doll clothes this past
year. She hadn't felt like living, let alone sewing. Her marriage seemed but a
series of never-ending chores. Her son would be off to college soon, not that
he had seen her as more than a maid anyway. She knew, by heart, practically
every parishioner's phone number, address, ailment, complaint, hymn preference, etc. But that would hardly count for much on a resume if she were to be
stupid enough to try and find a more stimulating job. From the outside, she
was seen as a model wife, caring mother, and proficient church secretary. From
the inside, she knew she was inert, empty, bleak.
She grabbed a doll and chose a blood-red fabric remnant for a backdrop,
which she bunched up and casually threw in the middle of the floor. She was
quite curious as to how its color would translate into a black and white photo.
Then she worked with the doll, laid it on its back on the cloth, and spread its
legs apart as far as she could while pointing one of them at a 45-degree angle.
She needed light. She pulled her sewing lamp as far as the cord allowed her
and played with it until the peaks of the fabric produced strategic shadows. She
took a raw egg in her hand, smashed it between the doll's legs, and smeared
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the innards on the lower portion of its body. Leaving the largest part of the
shell on the doll's stomach, she allowed the remaining chips to stay where they
were. Mter wiping her hand on her pant-leg, she began photographing. She
kept changing the position of the doll's head; sometimes it looked off to the
side, sometimes it looked directly at her, sometimes she didn't even include the
head in the picture.
By the time she finally joined Harold's snoring in their bed, she was
exhausted but elated. She hadn't given a second thought to the single, cold
pizza slice still in its smelly box messing up the kitchen counter. She had
checked the dryer and was not upset that it was still full of clothes. She fell
asleep wishing she didn't have to work tomorrow, that she could play with her
dolls some more. But she was comforted by the idea that it may very well be
her last Sunday to work.
Her day at church convinced her that some preparation was necessary for her
successor. Doris spent most of her Monday morning at home compiling a
notebook that detailed her responsibilities: daily, weekly, monthly, and yearly.
Once she was dead, it would be the church that would miss her the most. Well,
they would miss what she did for the church, anyway.
As much as she wanted to take more doll pictures, she forced herself to
think of ways to prepare her family for when she was gone. But she didn't
want to be too obvious. So, she limited her efforts to the important stuff: birth
certificates, insurance information, estate planning. She was pretty sure Harold
had a general idea of where this paperwork was, so she merely made it a little
more accessible and clearly labeled.
And then she prepared a wonderful meal for her family, enjoying the entire
procedure. It had always been such a chore, feeding two hungry, picky eaters.
She made one of Brian's favorites, macaroni and cheese, and allowed herself
to constantly, calmly stir the cheese while it melted in the pan. Especially for
Harold, she made meatloaf And to make sure all of the seasonings were mixed
in properly, she used her hands to knead the ground round. She was surprised
at the sensuality of kneading the raw meat and her breaths became shallow. No
matter what it took, she would make love with Harold tonight. Sex may not
have always been high on her priority list, but this may well be her last earthly
opportunity for marital bliss. She dusted off a bottle of Blanc de Blanc and
put it in the refrigerator.
"The macaroni and cheese looks great, Mom, but I'm taking Linda out for a
burger tonight." And just like that, Brian was in and out of what may be her
last evening at home.
Harold voraciously ate his meatloaf while reading the paper. Doris understood his few grunts as appreciation for her culinary talents. She quickly cleaned
up the kitchen, donned her one silky negligee, and uncorked the sparkling wine.
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But by the time she had washed, dried, and filled both tulip-shaped glasses,
Harold was already asleep in front of the television. She kissed his forehead, but
he didn't wake up. She sat on the couch and drank both glasses while wondering where their marriage had gone astray. And she knew, without a doubt, she
had made the right decision in hiring her hit man.
"Before I take off for the day, I wanted you to have this notebook. I sketched
out all of my various duties in case something were to happen to me."
"What could ever possibly happen to you, Doris?" Reverend Beale barely
glanced up from his messy desk.
"\,yell, just in case, I'd appreciate it if you filed this· somewhere in your
office."
"Sure,I'll do that,ifit makes you feel better. Are you looking forward to the
Grateful Heart class tonight?"
"Well, no, I won't be there. I've signed up for a photography class downtown."
"Why, I was counting on you to be there to help me. You always come to
my classes and I just assumed you'd be there."
"Yes, I've always come before, but it wasn't ever a requirement. I'm really
looking forward to my photography class."
"Well, maybe Mrs. Tompkins can help me out. If you're not coming tonight,
I have a lot of work to do. I'll see you tomorrow." Rev. Beale was dialing the
phone before Doris could even say goodbye. Of course, she had always known
that she was taken for granted by her own minister. But she couldn't help but
feel stung by his abrupt dismissal.
Doris had planned on stopping home before her class, but she changed her
mind. 1bese next few hours could be her last. She hopped in her sedan and
found a radio station playing oldies music. She didn't even put her seat belt
on. She opened her window and waved at everyone she saw: kids, old people,
young people, happy people, sad people. Everyone who saw her waved back,
smiling. She sang along with the radio and tapped the beat on the steering
wheel. She waved at people in other <;ars at intersections. She had never felt
so happy and so sure of herself
She arrived at her class early. Her instructor, Bill, looked to be about 12
but was probably in his twenties. She boldly admitted that she had never been
interested in photography, but had begun taking her egg pictures. Even though
she knew her death could be but a few hours away, she really enjoyed her class.
Bill agreed to develop her pictures for her. It pleased her to know that at least
one person would witness all of her hard work.
And she left the building. She slowly strolled towards her car, breathing
deeply. She was ready; she was calm. She was prepared to die at any minute.
She saw her car and began taking tiny steps towards it. She opened the
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back door and placed her photography materials on the seat. She turned around
and waited a moment. With more disappointment than relief, she entered the
car.
She had been so geared up for her death tonight, even though she knew her
hit man could act any time during the next six weeks. He wouldn't just take
the money and run, would he? No, it would happen.
"Doris, I'm glad you showed up early tonight. I wanted to talk to you about
these pictures you took with the dolL"
Bill turned from his cluttered desk and reached for a large, white folder on
top of a file cabinet.
''I'm sorry, Bill, did I overstep the assignment?"
"Not at all. I think you're on to something here and !\:llike to see more. We're
going to be discussing lighting tonight which I think will really help you. But
the ones you turned in on 1uesday show a lot of potential. I can hardly believe
you've never studied photography before. And your idea to incorporate a doll
was so creative!"
Creative: the foreign word echoed in her head as she watched Bill place
three photos on the counter between them. She shut her eyes, remembering
the time she had dared to substitute butterscotch chips while baking chocolate
chip cookies.
"Well, Doris, what do you see?"
She opened her eyes and watched Bill scurry through the office door to join
her. Side by side, they silently viewed her photos as if they had just become
first-time parents.
"It looks like rape," Doris whispered.
"Exactly. I don't know if that was what you had intended, but there it is, in
black and white. I see a lot of anger in these photos. Go with it. Capture it."
Doris took one of the photos and carefully placed it in her purse. She had
never felt more validated, more alive. If tonight was going to be her last, it
couldn't be a happier one.
The class was fascinating and Doris vowed to buy herself a fancy photographer's lamp for her future pictures, if there were going to be any more. She
left the class and strode purposefully to her car. Do it now, she thought. I'm
happy right now. Do it now.
Uneventfully, she sat in her car, heart racing. She had until Tuesday, and she
was not going to waste one minute on Harold, Brian, or Rev. Beale. She'd not
go in to work tomorrow. Hrst thing in the morning, she'd buy her new lamp
and get to her real work.
"What do you mean you're going to stay home today and take pictures of dolls?"
Harold couldn't seem to believe that it was his wife, his Doris, that stood in
front of him in jeans and an orange T-shirt.
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"Bill, that's my teacher, really liked my pictures of the doll with the raw egg.
Here, let me show you."
"That's disgusting! Why in the world would you want to take a picture like
that? Whatever you do, don't show that to Brian. 1 have to go. Someone has to
work in this family." Harold left without his usual peck on the cheek.
Doris was right behind him. She needed that new lamp. Her head was
spinning with ideas and costumes for her dolls. Hnally, she could put her sewing
skills to creative use. But she needed that lamp. And while she was out, she
would check out the fabric store for new materials.
Once home, the costumes flew out of her sewing machine: some racy, some
dainty, some mainstream. Once they were on the dolls, anything could happen.
She tore some of them. Others, she smeared with ground beef. She scoured
the house for props: screwdrivers, belts, nails, dead bugs, bananas, more eggs.
You name it, she used it. She never stopped to eat, never stopped to wonder
how the church was getting along without her.
The only thought that she couldn't push out of her head was that she had
finally found something worth living for, and it wouldn't be long before it was
all gone. She, and her dolls, would go out with a bang, anyway.
Tuesdays and Thursdays continued to pass. Not a one went by that Doris wasn't
ready for her death. During the fifth Thursday class, Bill announced that the
next session would be starting soon. He hoped that many of his students would
want to learn about developing their own pictures.
"Are you going to sign up for the new class, Doris?" Bill asked as she left
the studio.
"1 don't think so. As much as I've enjoyed this class, 1 probably won't have
the time to take another class."
"Learning to develop your own pictures will greatly enhance your photography skills. Why don't you come early on Tuesday and we'll develop some of
your pictures together? You just might get hooked."
''All right, I will. 'See you then."
Doris left the building. A sleety rain had fallen during class and the sidewalk
was a little slippery. She walked eve!1 slower than usual. But for the first time,
she hoped tonight was not to be the night of her death. Brian's homecoming
dance was tomorrow and she had never seen him so excited. He was taking
Linda, of course. He had asked his mother's advice on what to wear and what
flowers to buy for his date. Not only was Doris looking forward to taking
pictures of the young couple before the dance, she also didn't want her death
to spoil the whole event for Brian.
She sighted the car and purposefully made a zigzag path towards it, hoping
to make herself a difficult target. She thought she heard a click and got down
on her hands and knees. She crawled the rest of the way, dragging her photo
supplies in their bag along the thin ice and finally made it to the safety of the
car.
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"So, Doris, did you enjoy developing your photos?" Bill asked. "I think your
family's pictures turned out pretty good."
Yes, Doris thought, she had enjoyed every moment in the developing room.
Bill had spent a lot of time setting out all of the needed tools and liquids, explaining their functions as he did. Doris herself had mixed the developer, stop bath,
and fixer. Bill had helped her adjust their temperatures. The slightly sweet odor
of the developer had convinced her that this was where she belonged, this was
home. Bill had showed her how the film would be loaded onto a reel and placed
in a special tank, in total darkness. She had stood very still during that process
and imagined every move Bill made as he talked through the procedures. They
had needed to work quickly after that; timing was critical. She had responded
to Bill's instructions as accurately and swiftly as possible: pour, agitate, empty,
pour, agitate, empty, pour, agitate, and empty. Finally, she had removed the film
from the reel and hung it up, careful to only touch the film's edges. And there
was her family, inside out, exposed.
"Yes, thank you, Bill. I had no idea there was so much involved. I finally
understand what you'd always said: taking the picture is only half of being a
photographer."
"You'd be surprised at how many so-called photographers never learn
that."
They began to distribute the handouts for the evening's class. She noticed
that Bill seemed nervous, especially after he had dropped most of his pile of
papers.
"I'll do this, Bill. Why don't you go back to your office and relax a bit
before class."
She helped him pick up the scattered sheets.
"Doris, would you consider working with me here at the studio? I can't pay
much and the hours would be real screwy. But after working together in the
darkroom, I'm convinced you'd be perfect as my assistant. I've considered a few
other people, but they know too much. You, I could train. You're a natural."
Doris carefully placed the last two packets of papers on the corner table
and turned to face him.
''I'll think about, Bill. I'm a little overwhelmed at the moment. Is there
anything else I can help you with before the others arrive?"
This was the first class during which Doris couldn't concentrate. Bill's job offer
was too good to be true. She knew she'd have a lot to learn. The challenge was
exhilarating and offered exactly what she thought she'd never find: a job that
required and fostered creativity. And the images of her family, images she had
helped develop, kept flickering in her mind. Brian had never looked so handsome. He hadn't much enjoyed the photo session, but Linda had. She had
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taken several pictures of Linda alone. Linda, quiet and pretty, had flourished in
front of the camera. Might Linda one day be the daughter she'd always wished
she'd had? And Harold had even gotten into the pictures. He seemed proud
of his son and maybe even proud of her.
What about her hit man? Tonight may very well be the night, but she had
too many new ideas, ideas to ponder, ideas to reconcile to the huge idea of her
death.
"You seemed a little distracted during class, Doris. Perhaps I should have
waited until after class before offering you a job."
"Sorry, Bill, but you have no idea what your job offer means to me. I'm still
not totally ready to
but 1 will definitely let you know 1hursday."
Doris hesitated at the studio doorway.
"I hate to inconvenience you, but could you walk with me to my car. 1 park
a couple of blocks away and I feel a little unsafe some nights."
"Sure. Let me grab my coat. From now on, please park in one of these
reserved spaces out front. You're practically staff, right?"
The hit man's web site was gone. The email address she'd used to correspond
with him no longer worked. Earlier, Doris had been so prepared for dying.
Now, she wasn't so sure. She needed a little more time to consider the life she'd
be leaving, the life that's changed so much in so little time.
She spent Wednesday night composing a resignation letter to her church. In
it, she mentioned her new employment and promised help during the transition
it on her sewing table to take to Rev. Beale
time with a new secretary. She
on Friday after firming things up with Bill.
She woke up 'Thursday morning with a stomachache that persisted throughout
the day. She was edgy and nervous at the church. Her life, or death, hinged on
one simple thing: where would she park tonight? If she parked in the reserved
space, her hit man would not be able to fi.t1fil his contract. If she parked in the
unlit lot, he would have the opportunity to do what she'd hired him to do. \Vhy
hadn't he killed her weeks ago? Just her luck that she'd hired a procrastinator.
That, or she'd hired a con man.
She left the church a little early. Though Harold and Bill had become used
to the idea that she wasn't going to cook dinners on class nights, she wanted to
prepare a meal tonight. She made one of her favorites, chicken noodle soup.
It was what she needed, comforting, and full of carrots and celery.
"The snow's coming down pretty hard tonight, hon. Are you sure you want
to go to class?" Harold asked. "Or do you want me to take you down there?"
"I'll be fine. But, thanks."
"'Ibis is the best soup I've ever had. Too bad Brian had other plans for
dinner."
Doris watched him crush his crackers over the soup bowl and brush both
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hands on his pant legs.
"I've been thinking," he said between spoonfuls. "Y(m and me will soon have
to
used to being alone again, once Brian heads to college."
"Well, we have several months before that happens."
She dipped her spoon in her almost-full bowl, let it drop, and didn't pick
it up again.
"Are you feeling all right? You look a little down," he said as he helped
himself to more soup.
'''Just tired."
"Why don't you let me clean up the dishes so you can get an early start to
class."
A tear escaped into Doris'soup.
"Thanks, Harold. You're a good husband."
"Whatever. Just be careful on the roads."
Doris drove slowly towards the reserved parking spaces. But she kept going past
them towards her unlit lot. She needed to leave the decision of whether she
would live or die to her hit man. He had become her god. For the measly price
of $75,000.00, she had indeed been born again. All the joy she's experienced
during the last several weeks had been because of him and her impending death.
She owed it all to him, including the discovery of her dolls and all they'd done
for her. If she were to live, it would have to be by his judgement. It she were
to die, it would only be what she had wanted so desperately in the first place.
She parked in the farthest corner of the lot lit only by its covering of snow.
The class was bittersweet for all. Doris was very cognizant of the group's feelings,
a group that had come together as strangers, became friends in their cooperative
creative efforts, and was now disbanding. The class ended too quickly. While
she patiently waited through the farewells, she twisted and untwisted her red
scarE Bill finally turned his attention to her.
"I've decided to accept your job offer. No matter what happens, I want you
to know that it means the world to me. Your validation of my photography
work has literally changed my life. Thank you."
He smiled and appeared relieved. She tried to keep up with him as he hurried towards his office, talking as fast as he moved.
"Gee whiz, Doris, don't sound so serious! Now, where's that textbook I set
aside for you? Here it is. I'd like you to study this over the weekend. Please
concentrate on chapters 6 and 7. I know you'll need some time to leave your
church job, but feel free to spend as much time here next week as you can. You
are an answer to prayer. I'm so
I'm even going to start straightening up
this messy desk before I go home."
No, no, she can't be someone's answer to prayer. She watched him a moment
as he moved a few papers from one stack to another, and finally threw one sheet
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away. And she glanced at the white folder, still on top of his filing cabinet, that
now bulged with her developed doll pictures.
"Goodnight, BilL"
"Drive safe. It's looking pretty bad out there."
The sidewalk was covered with fresh, heavy snow. Doris tried to concentrate
on her steps, but couldn't help making mental notes of tomorrow's activities.
She'd need to turn in her resignation letter to Rev. Beale. And she needed to
schedule a dentist appointment for Brian. She also needed to bring some boxes
to church so she could start emptying

